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Abstract:  Social workers are involved in numerous efforts to engage youth in programs, 
communities, and civic life.  One potential strategy has focused on engagement and 
empowerment of youth through the form of youth councils.  Multiple theoretical frames have 
characterized the scholarly literature.  This has limited the conceptual coherence of the field.  In 
this paper, we report empirical data on the operation of several youth councils.  We analyze the 
data to identify the implicit frameworks in use and apply the data from our study to sort practice 
components within frameworks.  This effort is designed to improve conceptualization of youth 
councils, to inform the development of councils, and eventually to improve outcomes of 
councils.   
 
Key Words:  youth council, youth participation, youth civic engagement, policy practice, 
community practice 
 
 
PRACTICE COMPONENTS OF YOUTH COUNCILS 
 
1 
 
Background and Purpose 
Young people face a variety of challenges in the contemporary U.S. Nearly all youth 
struggle with identity and their trajectory toward economic stability and social well-being.  Some 
youth have significantly greater challenges related poverty, oppression, health conditions, or 
other factors.  Both universal supports (e.g., tuition assistance) and targeted interventions (e.g., 
after school programs) are debated as mechanisms to support young people in their 
developmental transition. 
Social workers are involved in numerous efforts to engage youth in programs, 
communities, and civic life.  This commitment began early within the roots of social work in 
settlement house programming (Addams, 1910).  It continues in the modern day with a variety of 
efforts in community practice (e.g., youth organizing), clinical practice (e.g., involvement in care 
planning), and policy practice (e.g., participation in youth councils and government 
commissions) to intentionally link young people with various opportunities to engage in efforts 
on behalf of their own interests.  In this paper we focus specifically on efforts to engage young 
people in communities through civic engagement efforts. 
The literature identifies multiple benefits of youth civic engagement. Youth gain 
information, skills and a sense of control in decision making processes; they also develop a sense 
of empowerment, enhanced self-esteem and improved civic-efficacy (Blanchet-Cohen, 
Manolson, & Shaw, 2014; Checkoway, 2011; Zeldin, Camino, & Calvert, 2007). These 
individual-level benefits stem largely from the activities associated with civic engagement, such 
as public speaking, leadership roles, collaborating with other youth and so on. Another individual 
level outcome of civic engagement is propensity for future engagement and believing in one’s 
ability to make positive change (Zaff et al. 2010). Social benefits are equally important. Through 
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civic engagement, young people expand their social networks and gain access to educational and 
employment opportunities (Augsberger, Collins, Gecker, & Dougher, 2017) which provide a 
pathway for young people based on their established socioemotional skills.  
Additional benefits of youth civic engagement accrue to communities and larger society, 
although the empirical research in this area is limited. Civic engagement has long had a link with 
preparation for contributing to democracy (Youniss, Bales, Christmas-Best, Diversi, 
McLaughlin, & Silbereisen, 2002).  Checkoway and Aldana (2013) in particular note the 
importance of youth civic engagement for a diverse democracy (italics ours). Social justice 
might also be enhanced if the civic engagement activities have this as a central mission. Specific 
communities can further benefit when youth-focused solutions are adopted to address 
community problems (Authors, 2016).  
One potential strategy has focused on approaches aimed at engagement and 
empowerment of youth through the form of youth councils.  These can take various forms 
operating both within and outside of governments, with various goals, and differing 
organizational structures.  Despite some excitement around youth councils and their proliferation 
in a variety of settings across the globe.  There is extensive attention to youth councils and other 
forms of youth civic engagement in many other countries due to the United Nations Convention 
on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) which requires attention to the voice and perspectives of 
young people.  This has led to many countries instituting formal councils as a means to 
implement this requirement.  The U.S. is not a signatory to the UNCRC so has not made the 
some concerted effort to formally engage young people.  Yet, the evidence base is not well 
developed.  Most research to-date has been single case studies (e.g., Checkoway, Allison, & 
Montoya, 2005; Faulkner, 2009; Luluquisen, Tinidad, & Ghosh, 2006).  These case studies have 
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been helpful in furthering understanding of the construction and operation of youth councils but 
they are limited in providing generalizable knowledge.   
A recently reported multiple case study (Feringa & Tonkens, 2017) conducted in the 
Netherlands specifically focused on various participation styles in local youth councils.  One of 
the study findings was that participation was predominantly “internally focused” rather than 
deliberation about civic issues or issues affecting other young people.  The researchers 
emphasize this as place for bonding, but not bridging, social ties (Putnam, 2000).  Consequently, 
the researchers conclude that the councils “do not at present meet the purposes of international 
policy” (p.55), that is, increasing young people’s participation in democracy by representing the 
needs of young people more broadly. 
Another recently published study provides a first national report of youth councils in the 
U.S. (Cushing & van Vliet, 2016).  These researchers used an online questionnaire to collect data 
from 139 cities.  The majority (57%) were formed since 2000.  The reasons for forming youth 
councils included:  to solicit youth input on community issues (62%), to provide skills building 
and leadership opportunities for youth (41%), and to address specific youth-related problems 
(17%).  The study also found that the youth councils that had been operating longer more 
frequently indicated that the reason for the council was to address youth problems.  This 
motivation declined among more recently formed youth councils at the same time that a focus on 
skill building and leadership opportunities rose in prominence.   
The findings of Cushing and van Vliet (2016) were largely consistent with our earlier 
work which identified substantial variation in the organization, structure, process, and activities 
of the councils that were examined (Collins, Augsberger, & Gecker, 2016).  In our research we 
recognized that many youth councils operated from implicit but unarticulated frameworks.  
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Additionally, both absent and multiple theoretical frames have characterized the scholarly 
literature.  This has limited the conceptual coherence of the field.  We, therefore, began an effort 
to identify the implicit frameworks in use and apply the data from our study to sort practice 
components within frameworks.  This effort is designed to improve conceptualization of youth 
councils, to inform the development of councils, and eventually to improve outcomes of 
councils.  In this paper, we report empirical data on the operation of several youth councils and 
an in-depth case report of one youth council.  We analyze the data within the context of the 
literature and compare several theoretical frameworks. 
Theoretical Frameworks 
 We identified three key theoretical frameworks to be undergirding youth councils which 
we labelled as theories of:  policy process, youth development, and social justice.  Additionally, 
we suggest that symbolic tokenism, although lacking a theoretical base, should be examined as a 
framework.  In this section, we briefly describe each framework. 
Policy Process 
Various policy process models identify stages of the policy-making process (e.g., agenda 
setting, policy design, implementation, evaluation) and articulate how constituencies engage in 
these processes (Birkland, 2011).  Organized interest groups are key actors in policy processes, 
particularly at the stages of agenda setting and policy design.  There are an extensive number of 
engaged and potentially engaged interest groups, but they have various capacities for influencing 
the policy process.  Communication with decision makers requires resources that established 
groups are likely to have but that emerging groups do not (Birkland, 2011).  
In the vast policy process theoretical literature attention to youth as policy actors is 
comparatively miniscule.  Young people are not a top priority of policymakers.  Because youth 
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under age 18 are not eligible to vote, young people often need adult allies to claim attention in 
the policy process.   If power is important for influencing public policy and youth lack power 
within political systems, how can youth organize to be more powerful and thereby influence 
policy to their benefit?  Providing space for youth in policy making is vital to the aim. Youth 
engagement in policy processes involves empowerment, defined by Gutierrez (1994) as “a 
process of increasing personal, interpersonal, or political power so that individuals, families, and 
communities can take action to improve their life situations” (p. 202). Feelings of empowerment 
must also include the resources and understanding of how to take action (Zaff et al., 2010). 
Faulkner (2009) distinguished “consultations” where young people’s views are gathered to be 
used in decision-making, and ongoing projects where there is a process that involves some 
discussion on decisions. The former can be more tokenistic and lack the process of 
empowerment for young people.  
Fisher (2012) takes a broad view of youth political participation to include a range of 
formal and informal means of participation (e.g., protesting, campaigning, voting) and also 
suggests that research consider the full life cycle of the political protests – i.e., street protests to 
political maneuvering in the state house.  While youth people are involved in various forms and 
levels of political participation, there is little guarantee that these efforts afford youth the 
opportunity to influence policy. As such, youth councils offer a unique form of civic engagement 
by providing young people the opportunity to have a voice within local government.  
Youth Development 
Young people are in a developmental stage of adolescence with several implications for 
their transition to adulthood.  There are numerous theories of adolescent development (e.g., 
Erikson, 1963; Gilligan, 1993; Bronfenbrenner, 1979) which address a range of physical, 
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psychological, social, emotional, and behavioral factors.  Within this developmental stage, youth 
specialists often articulate a framework of positive youth development to guide interventions to 
facilitate youth’s development within this stage in a way that breeds success in later life stages.  
Positive youth development involves numerous ways in which normative supports and 
opportunities can facilitate positive and productive engagement of youth within communities.  
The positive youth development approach (Damon, 2004) sees young people as vital resources 
with innate capacities to thrive. While highly normative and universal, positive youth 
development has also been used for youth who might be struggling in several ways, for example, 
youth with substance abuse issues (Amodeo & Collins, 2007).   
Positive youth development is not solely about relationships and social support, although 
these are good things in their own right. Rather, positive youth development is also about 
appropriate opportunities: “Positive youth development occurs when opportunities are made 
available to youths in meaningful ways and when relationships support young people to develop 
their own unique capacities and abilities” (Sanders & Munford, 2014, p. 161).  Benson, Scales, 
Hamilton, and Sesma (2007) provide a synthesis of core principles of positive youth 
development: all youth have the inherent capacity for positive growth and development; a 
positive developmental trajectory is enabled when youth are embedded in contexts that nurture 
their development; the promotion of positive development is enabled when youth participate in 
multiple, relationships, contexts, and ecologies; all youth benefit from these relationships; 
community is a critical vehicle for positive youth development; youth are major actors in their 
own development and are significant (and underutilized) resources for creating the kinds of 
communities that enable positive youth development.   
Social Justice  
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Social justice is a broad macro-level term that recognizes and addresses structural and 
systemic inequalities through an analysis of power relations and identifies the need for active 
engagement to address inequalities.  Social justice is a core value of social work and is widely 
discussed by social work professional organizations and social work scholars (Reisch & Garvin, 
2016).  Morgaine (2014) identified a range of meanings that individuals hold regarding social 
justice. 
Within youth work, social justice frameworks emphasize youth rights within current 
inherently unfair systems; thus addressing the lack of youth agency in most institutional (and 
informal) settings.  Youth as a group, often discriminated against because of their age, have a 
right to participate in making decisions that impact their lives (Checkoway, 2011).  Moreover, 
youth are experts on the youth perspective and thus their inclusion in processes can result in 
relevant information that can lead to better decision-making (Cashmore, 2011).  As an age group, 
youth, are not fully represented in society and social justice efforts can facilitate youth claiming 
their rights.  Additionally, social justice efforts typically engage youth in recognizing and 
responding to various societal oppressions that include racism, sexism, homophobia, poverty, 
and ableism, among others. 
Symbolic Tokenism 
On several continua of youth participation “tokenism” is at (or near) the bottom.  Youth 
involvement has been characterized by Hart (1992) as gradations represented by a ladder, with 
the bottom rung indicating the lowest level and the top rung indicating the highest level of youth 
engagement.  In this framework tokenism is considered level 3:  children are said to have been 
given a voice but in reality have little or no opportunity to formulate their own opinions.  The 
two lower levels include: (1) manipulation: children are engaged in issues but have no real 
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understanding of the issues or their actions; and (2) decoration:  adults use children to support 
their cause.  The increasingly positive levels reflect greater youth engagement, initiation, 
decision-making authority, and ownership.  Checkoway and Richards-Schutters (2003), focused 
on youth engagement in community research, offer an alternative typology for making 
distinctions between breadth and depth of participation: youth as subjects, consultants, partners 
and directors. At one end of the continuum (youth as subjects), youth are objects of adult-driven 
research but have no role in the process. At the other end (youth as directors), youth are at the 
center of all decision making.  Other typologies exist (e.g., Augsberger, Collins, & Gecker, 2017; 
Wong, Zimmerman, & Parker, 2010) each of which indicates that at a basic level young people 
may be formally engaged in an effort but have no real impact on decision-making.  In these 
cases, youth involvement is largely symbolic and potentially exploitative as adults seek 
recognition for engaging youth despite no authentic commitment to allowing youth voice, vote, 
or leadership.   
Methods 
The current study used multiple methods to understand the operations of 24 youth 
councils in one metropolitan area.  Data collection methods included interviews with adult 
respondents engaged in youth councils in 24 distinct cities; in-person interviews with 27 youth 
and 4 adults involved in one large youth council in a major metropolitan area; observations of 8 
youth council meetings; and review of documents such as mission statements, agendas, and 
reports.  Interview notes were transcribed and coded by a team of three researchers.  The Boston 
University Institutional Review board approved the research protocol. 
Sample Recruitment  
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Our study of youth councils began with compiling a listing of towns and cities in the 
metropolitan region (N=85) and identifying via web search those municipalities with youth 
councils, youth commissions, youth advisory boards, or other youth bodies attached to city 
governments (for simplicity we use the term youth council). Those councils with online contact 
information received an email, letter and/or telephone call providing study information and 
requesting an interview with the adult liaison to the youth council. To further verify the existence 
of youth councils we contacted the mayor or town manager of each town/city.  Using a snowball 
sampling method, we also asked study participants to identify other towns/cities with an 
operating youth council. Of the potential pool of 85 towns/cities initially identified, 41 reported a 
youth council, 5 of which were no longer operating. Of the 36 towns/cities with an operating 
youth council, respondents from 24 towns/cities participated in interviews, representing a 66 
percent response rate.  
Data Collection and Analysis 
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 23 key informants involved in the 
operation of each youth council.  One additional respondent chose to provide a written response 
to questions and these data were also included in our analysis (n=24). All interviews were 
conducted by one of the three authors. A pre-designed interview guide was used, with questions 
pertaining to the youth councils’ origin, development, and structure; the recruitment, selection, 
and roles of youth; and the perceived influence of the youth council on policy, programming and 
practice. Interviews lasted between 30 minutes and one hour.  Interview notes were hand written 
and subsequently typed up for analysis.  Interview data were supplemented by publicly available 
data such as mission statements, website information and meeting minutes.  
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Data were initially analyzed using thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). All authors 
reviewed the interview transcripts and developed categories, based on questions in the interview 
guide.  After organizing the data into categories, the authors wrote memos to further define, 
describe and develop them.  The memos were reviewed and discussed by all members of the 
research team and served as an intermediary step between data analysis and writing the findings 
(Charmaz, 2006).   
The current analysis was aimed at conceptually organizing the extensive variation that 
was found in our earlier analyses of the data (Authors, 2016).  The wide variation led to the 
conclusion that councils were operating from varying frameworks.  This led to the current 
analysis in which the researchers agreed on the four frameworks to be used in analysis and 
returned to the transcripts to identify the various ways in which the councils operated from 
different stances.  The authors took various measures to limit researcher bias and ensure data 
quality.  Peer review and debriefing sessions were held on a regular basis with the research team 
during stages of data collection and data analysis.  Throughout the study we utilized triangulation 
of method and researcher to enhance the validity of study findings.  Here, we also use 
triangulation of theory.  We analyzed data within the theoretical frameworks to identify 
components of practice linked with specific frameworks. 
In order to ensure confidentiality of the respondents, the towns/cities were given letter 
pseudonyms (A, B, C, etc.) for presentation in this paper. 
Findings 
There was substantial variation in the organization, structure, process, and activities of 
the councils that were examined.  The variability of findings was interpreted according to several 
frameworks identified in the literature:  policy process, positive youth development, social 
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justice, and symbolic tokenism.  Analyzing the data within these frameworks we identified 
practice components of youth council operations.  For example, practice components related to 
policy process focused on government procedures, access to the mayor and other leaders, 
involvement in decision-making, collaboration with other organizations.  Practice components 
related to social justice focused more on process rather than outcome, were youth-driven, 
highlighted the role of power, and identified strategies of youth empowerment.  Table 1 
identifies the four perspectives and the practice components related to each perspective. 
 
Insert Table 1 
Policy Process 
 Four examples related to membership and meetings provide indications of a policy 
process model.  In Town K, the youth council is considered a town government advisory board, 
which means it must follow town government rules such as posting an agenda 24 hours in 
advance, meeting at regular intervals (every 5-6 weeks), and requiring a quorum for procedural 
changes.  In addition to youth board members, staff from the Parks and Recreation Department 
also attend. Youth members serve 2-year terms.  The selection process involves youth applicants 
interviewing with town selectmen [sic]. 
 A second example is the Town B youth council which was created by local statute.  
Initially adult members were the sole voting members and were appointed by the selectmen [sic].  
About 18 months ago, however, youth members became voting members of the council.   Prior 
to that youth had been present at meetings and provided input but were not voting members. The 
application process involves the young people writing a letter of interest to the Director of Youth 
and Family Services.  Youth then attend a meeting in the spring to meet the current members and 
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discuss their interest in being on the council.  The letters are then referred to the selectmen [sic] 
who make the appointments with input from the commission members.  There had been about 
four years of discussion on the commission regarding having youth as voting members.   
 The Town S youth council is also an example of a council that leans toward a policy 
process model.  Every year, members of the youth council survey youth in the community, then 
review the data and report the data to the community.   They also choose issues of importance 
inspired by the data and then create projects and actions. At one point the youth council created 
and presented to the Mayor a “Youth Bill of Rights” out of which the Mayor created a 
proclamation affirming the document. This provides a structure so that there is something in 
place to help propel the youth council’s concerns from survey data forward. 
In Town H, also, the youth council is closely linked with the mayor’s office.  Youth are 
voting members in order to provide authentic voice.   
Activities may also indicate a policy process model.  In particular, activities that involve 
work outside of the council to influence policymakers are indicative of this model.  In one 
example, Town G youth council members gave a presentation regarding restricting tobacco 
licenses to the city’s Board of Health. They were also preparing a “bigger, better presentation” 
for the City Council. In another example, the youth council in Town R was involved in a major 
effort to engage city youth in a participatory budget process.  This involved members of the 
youth council receiving training to engage city youth in suggesting ideas for budgeted projects, 
to develop project proposals, and to conduct a vote among city youth.  The scope of the 
participatory budget process (in terms of engaging a large number of city youth) and the result 
(in terms of funded projects) are indications of the policy process orientation. 
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In many youth councils there are a variety of activities, only some of which may involve 
engagement in policy efforts.  Thus, although the youth council in Town X does not always 
engage in civic actions, recently the youth noted the issue of the Youth Center needing major 
repair and the need for approval from a town commission for this work to be done.  They 
organized around the issue and attended relevant meetings of the town council to (successfully) 
pursue this work. 
Youth Development 
 Youth councils with a focus on youth development have less formalized meetings than 
those more centrally engaged in policy processes.  For example, in Town O meetings were 
describes as follows:   
“We start the meetings by sitting in a circle and doing what is referred to as a “mood 
check”.  We go around the room person-by-person to say our name and how we are 
feeling that specific day.  There is also a different question each week that is posed to the 
group to answer individually after their check-in.  …. After the mood check and question 
is complete, we do an ice breaker to get the youth engaged for the remainder of the 
meeting.  Finally, we break into the main topics and issues the youth have expressed an 
interest in learning/discussing.” 
 Another indicator of a youth development perspective involves the role of adults and the 
activities.  The respondent from H reported the perspective that the youth council can have a 
huge impact, but they need adults that believe in them and there needs to be real buy-in from 
adults. The respondent also noted that youth need allies because youth can do planning, but they 
have school and other stress, so the youth need staff and organizational support. The respondent 
provided the example of the annual Youth Summit that derives from students’ ideas and leads to 
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a whole night of activities; the logistics and promotion need staff support to follow through on 
the youths’ vision.  The respondent clearly articulated that adults working with youth need to be 
youth-centric which was defined as: adults believing that young peoples’ ideas matter, not just 
organizing stuff for them, and adults who want input from youth. 
 When the identified activities are constructed to primarily benefit the youth participants 
(rather than the larger community of youth), this also might indicate a primarily youth 
development approach.  In Q, for example, it was noted that youth members gain listening, 
social, collaborative, time management, and leadership skills.  Similarly, some councils (e.g., X) 
noted particularly a range of leadership events that youth attended or organized forums which 
youth plan and at which they serve as group facilitators (e.g., Y).  In these examples, the 
emphasis was on the individual developmental benefits to the youth. 
Social Justice  
 Youth councils commonly articulated a mission related to “empowering youth” (G), 
giving young people a voice in their community (O, H), or for the youth council to be the “go to” 
people on youth issues in the community (C).  Certainly, empowerment and voice are central 
concepts to social justice approaches toward disenfranchised groups, such as young people. 
Beyond the statement of a central mission, however, there were few specific examples of 
youth councils operating from a social justice model.  On one hand, the mere existence of a 
youth council within a community may be a step toward social justice in regard to youth 
achieving goals.  Yet, to fulfill a social justice mission youth councils will require additional 
attention to the details of membership, meeting structure, activities, and so forth.   
One clue that the social justice model is limited is that none of the youth councils were 
initiated by youths.  They were all formed by adults who were concerned about youth in the 
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community and some were precipitated by a crisis (e.g., youth suicide or overdose).  Because the 
idea of establishing a youth council was led by the adults, it should not be a surprise that at least 
in its early stages the youth council operations may be more adult-centric than youth-centric.  
Elsewhere, we noted that youth councils develop over time and we have identified how some 
have changed to be more inclusive of youth, to provide youth more authentic voice (via vote for 
example), and be driven by youth leadership (Authors, 2017). Therefore, while they may not be 
borne of a youth-centric social justice model, there is some indication that they can evolve in this 
way. 
It was often within their internal activities via learning and discussion that youth explored 
their understanding of social justice and their roles in furthering a more just community.  Town 
Q, for example, reported that topics covered at recent meetings included issues of youth voice 
and education/college preparation, as well as a discussion of stereotypes and “isms”.  Town C 
reported that their meetings included a focus on project planning as well as discussion of key 
issues, “maybe a hard conversation about race/class” for which they may bring in an outside 
expert to facilitate discussion.   Town D recognized that they were not reaching diverse segments 
of the youth population and were making plans for more extensive outreach.  These examples 
suggest some of the efforts directed toward youth learning about social justice issues, but, as yet, 
little effort toward engaging in explicit social justice efforts. 
One additional example that offers a partial social justice framework is the participatory 
budgeting example noted earlier as an example of policy process.  To the extent that this project 
involves a sustainable effort to engage youth in formal budget decision-making, and to 
institutionalize youth voice, youth voting and youth budgetary decision-making that results in 
benefits to youth, this may reflect a social justice framework. 
PRACTICE COMPONENTS OF YOUTH COUNCILS 
 
16 
 
Symbolic Tokenism 
 Youth councils are not purposefully formed to operate with “symbolic tokenism” but this 
may occur without intent or malice.  This may occur when leaders want to be perceived as caring 
about young people and their concerns but they lack knowledge or skill in effectively engaging 
youth.  Membership and meetings provide critical indicators.  In Town N, youth do not attend 
meetings on a regular basis, only for specific purposes.  Youth engagement is on somewhat of an 
“as needed basis”.  In Town F, decision makers “seek youth input when deemed necessary.” 
 The youth council itself may be operating with a youth orientation but this may be more 
limited as the council engages with city government.  As one respondent noted, “There is a real 
difference between young people having an idea and following it through soup to nuts, versus 
“hey, volunteer at this event””. Instead youth should have more time to develop their own ideas 
and plan activities that matter to them. 
 Another risk of tokenism may occur when a funding opportunity in a community requires 
youth involvement.  Several of the youth councils identified external funding related to substance 
use or violence prevention to be related to the activities of the youth council.  For example, in 
Town E, a federal grant from the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration 
(SAMHSA) to address substance abuse prevention required the community drug coalition to 
have twelve sections of the community represented, including youth.  Thus, there were 4-5 youth 
who are part of this team.   
The data in this study do not speak definitively that these councils only involved youth in 
symbolic actions but the potential for this to occur seems likely. 
Discussion and Implications 
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Matthews and Limb (1998) identified that the development of youth councils (and also 
youth forums) in England and Wales was largely “piecemeal” and “ad hoc” and characterized by 
the “experimental nature of many of the initiatives” (p. 77).  They noted that the form and 
character of youth councils depended on such factors as demography, politics and local traditions 
as well as existing institutional and organizational structures.  They found no agreed upon model 
that defined their structure and developed a sense that the councils/forums were a novelty and 
experimental.   
Youth councils in the U.S. might also be characterized as “ad hoc”.  This might be even 
truer in the U.S. compared to other nations, because the U.S. has not ratified Article 12 of the 
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child.  The development of youth councils in 
other countries have often utilized this document, particularly in regard to children’s rights to 
participate in matters that affect them, as supporting their efforts to establish councils. Feringa 
and Tonkens (2017) identified other international documents that have prodded governments of 
various countries to support civic participation of youth.  In the U.S., lack of consistent attention 
to youth councils (and other formalized mechanisms to engage youth) also stems from our 
political history and institutionalized structures that emphasize federalism and local control.  
This often means that youth councils form because of a defined “need” or because of particularly 
forward thinking individuals – the mindset of involving youth is not wide-spread in U.S. culture. 
Our analysis indicates that youth councils are rarely a pure type.  Most councils operated 
with components of multiple frameworks.  This offers potential strengths such as fluidity in 
operations and flexibility to meet new needs and interests (especially as identified by youth).  It 
also suggests potential weaknesses, such as mission drift or confusion among participants 
regarding a shared mission.  Therefore, our main practice recommendation is for practitioners 
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engaging with youth councils to be clear about the purpose and to develop components of the 
operation that are consistent with a specified framework.  Related to this, part of a developmental 
process of youth councils may involve specifying the components in a formal manner, 
potentially in a youth-led process.  The process of developing a logic model, for example, and a 
related theory of change, may contribute to the robustness of the effort.  Clarity in mission and 
components, and agreement of key stakeholders about these components may strengthen the 
model within a setting. 
Alternatively there is a risk that councils can be developed with great enthusiasm but with 
change in leadership – either within city government or with the leader(s) of the youth council – 
the youth council may be greatly altered.  Youth councils sometimes disband altogether (Collins, 
Augsberger, & Gecker, 2017).  Therefore, use of a logic model on an ongoing basis may be 
helpful to identify and plan for needed change to the youth council model, rather than allow an 
unplanned drift in character.  Additionally, more formalized structures increase the likelihood of 
sustainability. 
Most frequently, we identified elements consistent with a policy process or youth 
development framework to be prominent.  We identified specific aspects of mission, 
membership, structure, and activities to provide markers as to which model is implicit in the 
council operation.  Feringa and Tonkens’ (2017) use of bonding and bridging to reflect 
participation in youth councils may also be of use here.  Participation that focuses mostly on 
bonding is consonant with youth development.  We noted this in identifying the conduct of 
meetings and, to a lesser extent, learning about social justice issues.  Bridging would require 
some effort at representing youth voice externally and might be particularly relevant within a 
policy process model. 
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A social justice perspective is well-suited to community-based youth programming but 
may be less aligned with councils embedded in formal structures of government.  Cushing and 
van Vliet (2016) concluded “…it is important to recognize that official venues are not the only or 
even most important participation settings, and some researchers have questioned the value of 
politically oriented approaches that advocate youth councils as a structured form of participation, 
conforming to mainstream democratic practice” (Taft & Gordon, 2013). We believe, however, 
that youth councils can be a vehicle for social justice if youth can bring these issues to the fore.  
It is a challenge to governments to be more open to youth and to allow them to be fully engaged.  
This may not be possible within current structures (many voiced concerns that youth were not 
adequately listened to) but it does not mean that they cannot be a vehicle for this.  Furthermore, 
youth councils may not begin with an explicit social justice frame but due to interest of youth 
and in response to contemporary times, youth councils may move toward a greater social justice 
orientation. 
Social justice is also relevant in terms of who has access to these opportunities.  Research 
demonstrates that youth of color experience unequal access to civic engagement opportunities 
compared to white youth from higher socio-economic schools with larger percentages of college-
bound students (Augsberger, Collins, Gecker, & Dougher; Atkins & Hart, 2003; Flanagan & 
Levine, 2010; Kahne & Middaugh, 2008). Hence the benefits of civic engagement may 
unintentionally privilege middle to upper class white youth and marginalize low-income youth of 
color.  Research also suggests that marginalized youth contribute greatly when given the 
opportunity to participate (Godfrey & Cherng, 2016), which strengthens the need for 
marginalized youth to have access to various forms of civic engagement.  
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We have found practitioners to be interested in this project and to seek guidance about 
next steps in developing councils.  Thus, this work is directly helpful to practitioners with 
interest in supporting youth councils as an intervention for adolescents.  Improved conceptual 
understanding of the role of the youth council can guide the development of the council in terms 
of several operational guidelines (e.g., membership, recruitment, activities). Most often we found 
that practitioners operated councils using implicit frameworks constructed via an individual’s 
own training and experience or based on what currently existed when they took charge.  Greater 
explicitness would be helpful. Sustainability is critically important as well.  Starting youth 
councils are one thing; keeping them going and developing is also part of the work that is often 
neglected.  This may be harder for the policy process model which may need visible successful 
outcomes in order to sustain the model. 
Finally, we also recommend that practitioners working with youth in the wide variety of 
social work practice settings (e.g., schools, hospitals, behavioral health clinics) investigate 
opportunities for youth to participate in a local youth council.  As noted earlier, there is a risk of 
preferential bias in access to these councils.  Because they may provide benefits to youth 
development, advocating for specific youth to be appointed to a council may benefit youth in a 
variety of ways.  Furthermore, if no council exists in a local community, social work 
practitioners might consider efforts to develop one in partnership with youth, of course. 
Limitations 
One limitation of the study is that it is based largely on the perceptions of adult 
stakeholders. While our analysis incorporated interviews with 27 youth participants involved in 
our largest youth council, future research would benefit from gaining the experiences of youth 
from multiple youth councils. Another limitation is that our interview instrument was not 
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designed specifically to capture data on the theoretical frames presented. The research question 
was developed inductively based on our initial analysis of the data. Future research should 
continue to define and explore the conceptual and theoretical basis for youth councils. 
Conclusion 
 Using several theoretical frames this research aimed to provide some conceptual clarity to 
a field of practice that currently has neither a strong evidence base nor theoretical rigor.  Youth 
councils are proliferating within many municipal governments.  Efforts to include and engage 
youth in governance is, on the face, likely a good development for both government and for 
youth. Yet, the knowledge base for these entities is highly limited.  In the enthusiasm to engage 
youth we suspect that many cities and towns are uncertain of how to proceed.  Our efforts to add 
conceptual clarity to the field may be useful for further development of youth councils.  
Additional evaluation evidence of councils’ impacts on individual youth and the cities/towns is 
needed. 
 The potential for youth councils to effectively engage youth and to successfully achieve 
council goals appears possible however it will require a more thoughtful and sustained approach 
in both research and practice.  Like many other interventions, clarity regarding components, their 
implementation, and their impact require theoretically based empirical research.  Moving beyond 
a haphazard or ad hoc approach will be required. 
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Table 1:  Practice Components 
Frame/Theory Practice Components 
 Membership/Role of 
Adults 
Meetings Activities Social Networks Role in Government 
Policy Process 
(e.g., youth as 
interest 
group) 
Some adult guidance 
needed to navigate 
formal processes 
Formal procedures; 
appointment to 
council; voting; 
access to mayor or 
other leaders 
Policy focused; focus 
on community 
impact 
Access can be 
partially based on 
relationships 
(“who you 
know”); benefits 
of networking 
Formally within; linked to 
decision-makers on on-going 
basis 
Positive youth 
development 
Some adult facilitation; 
knowledgeable about 
PYD 
Informal 
procedures; activity-
focused; learning 
and sharing 
Skill-development 
(e.g., public speaking, 
leadership) 
Major focus on 
socialization; 
team-building 
Minimal; may be consulted; 
youth may plan community 
events/training supported by 
government official 
Social Justice 
(e.g., 
participatory 
rights) 
Connected to 
community; diverse; 
adult role minimal 
Procedural justice, 
make sure all voices 
are heard; 
prominent 
discussion of 
diversity, power, 
oppression 
Youth driven/youth 
organized; 
community engaged; 
strong advocacy 
component 
Access based on 
representation; 
effort to engage 
diverse youth 
constituency 
Focus on “voice”, right to be 
heard; potentially outside of 
government; youth and 
decision-makers are closely 
linked 
Symbolic 
Tokenism 
May not be a formal 
council; may call upon 
existing council or form 
group as needed 
Limited and episodic Incongruence 
between mission, 
structure, activities; 
funding may require 
youth participation 
which drives 
activities 
Limited; internal 
to youth group 
rather than 
external linkage 
Occasional rather than 
sustained; lack of feedback loop 
to decision-makers 
 
